THE  BACKGROUND
the most important consideration was pursued to the vanishing point will be traced when we come to discuss the novel
A preliminary glance at the literature of the period once again warns us that in collating an age with its literature it must always be kept in view that the best minds may very well be in reaction against their age The mass of Victorians did not think like Carlyle or Matthew Arnold, they thought, rather, like Martin Tupper or Trollope, and it was for that reason that Carlyle and Arnold wrote We cannot deduce the age from its great writers, except in obverse, though, of course, they too were of their age The great prophets of the time were all, for one reason or another, against the characteristics we have come to regard as typical (possibly because of their invectives against them) Ruskin, Moms, Tennyson, in many ways Browning, to add to Carlyle and Arnold and such lesser lights as Ebenezer Elliott Nothing is finer in the history of literature than the constant fight for righteousness against cruelty and smugness which was waged by the chief figures of the time, and their urgent protests are as indicative of the age as the complacent "moral philosophies" of the far more representative Tupper There were indeed men with minds better than Tupper's who were confident that all was at last well, such as Macaulay, who gladly trumpeted forth the glad tidings, or Trollope or Sur-tees who placidly accepted the supposition for fact but there is hardly a writer of influence who shared the supposed Victorian self-gratulation ^They were nearly all in rebellion against it, loudly indignant or tortured with doubt Even Browning's well-known and vociferous optimism has been analysed as a bellow to cover his distress
Perhaps the thread of "medievalism", the cry of "back to the Middle Ages" which occurs so often, may be attributed to a more general reaction against the ideas and realities of the period It began, no doubt, in the eighteenth century, with the ballad-cult, Ossian, and other manifestations, and it was encouraged by Scott, but with the Victorians it ceased ' to be merely literary Architecturally also it had begun in the eighteenth century, largely as a joke, in the nineteenth,